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Note on this Edition

A version of Enigmas of Elder Egypt was previously published in 2004 as Reflections Upon Elder Egypt: Staring Deep into the Eye of Horus. The current edition has been expanded, corrected and thoroughly revised, and some chapters have been eliminated, either because of new discoveries or the subject matter was overtaken by current events. Material from some chapters added to this book first appeared, in a different format on the “Ancient Lives” website during the Nineties, in The Papyrus, an electronic newsletter for members who chose to live their virtual lives along the banks of a digital Nile. Some of the essays also appeared on Ralph Vaughan’s Ancient Egypt Resource, a website I previously operated to help students of all ages, from elementary school to university, with homework and class projects involving any time period of Egypt.
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​​Prologue
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Like countless others, I have long been fascinated by the magic and mystery of Ancient Egypt.  Indeed, Egypt seemed to me the very embodiment of magic and mystery.

There does not exist, I believe, the man or woman who does not have some concept of Ancient Egypt and the Egyptians, whether that perception has come from diligent study of archaeology and history, sifting through the writings of ancient and modern scholars, or from countless movies about lusty pharaohs or killer mummies resurrected by the broth of tanna leaves, or from the myriad books and documentaries that have flooded the public consciousness of late, portraying the Egyptians as everything from the heirs of Atlantis to precursors of Afro-pop to refugees from Mars.

No ancient land has been so assiduously studied, or so grossly misrepresented.

In a world where anything older than last week is passé, millions of people waited breathlessly during a live broadcast from the Giza Plateau as a door within a hidden shaft inside the Great Pyramid was opened by a remote-controlled robot, a door closed more than forty centuries earlier.

Historians and archaeologists have always maintained the Great Sphinx was built by the Pharaoh Chefren, but millions of people listened in awe as a geologist and an unaffiliated scholar asserted that the Great Sphinx was actually thousands of years older, carved from a projecting mass of stone by an unknown civilization that throve when the Sahara Desert was a well-watered and verdant paradise, by a people who vanished from the stage of history without leaving any other token of their passing.

People who have not made allowances for their own burials, who may not even believe in a world after death, that “undiscovered country from which no traveler returns,” watched with captive reverence as were revealed on television the secrets of the Golden Mummies.  The day after the broadcast, both children and CEOs could tell you how to make a mummy, even if they could not name their state’s representatives in the U.S. Senate.

Annually, Egypt is flooded by tourists in search of...something.

Quite often, even the searchers cannot explain what they are looking for within the numinous landscape of Egypt, what they hope to find in that realm of crumbling temples and enigmatic ruins that they cannot find in the cultures of their births.  But they are looking for something which they believe must have survived through the centuries, through the times of darkness and despite massive cultural and social upheaval.

The residents of modern Egypt at times resent the intense scrutiny of their past and the massive ignorance evidenced for their current order.  Many Egyptians resent their own past due to their religious convictions, a resentment that has all too often manifested itself in violence, either toward foreign travelers or toward the effacement of that idolatrous past, even to the attempted destruction of the monuments themselves.

In this collection of essays, I hope to give you new insights into old and new mysteries of Egypt, to perhaps look at something a new way, to expose a hidden angle to a topic you thought you knew well, to offer a suggestion to a puzzle that somehow eluded you. As to the essays themselves...

When the graphic internet was still new and exciting, a band of cybernautic misfits found their way to Ancient Sites and founded a Virtual Egypt.  We chose names befitting the realm, built homes along a digital Nile and toiled under the paternal eyes of VR gods.

In that other life, now, unfortunately, long gone, I was known as Merenptah Ramesses, recognized as a Chief Scribe by the Editor of The Papyrus. While others used the site as an extension to their oft-Byzantine role-playing lives, I attempted to provide provocative looks at not only the Egypt of history but Egypt of the spirit.

A few essays had their beginnings in that journal.

A few more come from The Ancient Egypt Resource, a website I started for the purpose of helping students study Ancient Egypt. I helped with the homework assignments of young scholars, from third graders to graduate students around the world.  When school was in session, I might receive upwards of fifty emails a week asking for specific data or suggestions about projects or papers.

Like Ancient Sites, The Ancient Egypt Resource is a thing of the past.

Here, I have rescued and preserved the best of both sites, and have added many more essays that no one has ever seen, for while my involvement with the Internet ended, my fascination with Egypt abided and I continued writing, though my audience had become much more ethereal.

In writing these essays, I have been encouraged by many people, few of whom I will ever meet, for they are personalities of the Internet, possessing such fanciful names as Osiris34, Sekmet, Bast_Lover and Phantom_Pharaoh.  Others are friends, loved ones and co-workers. In seeking out facts and information, I have been extremely lucky to have received help from employees of the Egyptian Government, research librarians around the world and tolerant scholars from various universities. 

If these essays touch your life in some way or bring you a new viewpoint, you are more indebted to them than you are to me, for I am only the quill upon the papyrus. The truth is, I am ever indebted to you, the reader, for without readers a scribe is nothing.

You will find that some of the essays examine aspects of Egypt which may be new to you, or look at established subjects in new ways.  They are essays in the purest sense of the term, not dogma, not incontestable declarations of fact.  More often than not, they ask questions rather than give answers.  Hopefully they will spur you to ask your own questions.

Egypt...

Ancient Khemet...

Land of mystery...
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​​The Allure of Egyptian Magic
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“I am a magician. Let there be attached an amulet so that the magical power of a man may not be taken from him in the Other World.” –The Pyramid Texts



––––––––
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In the ancient world, it was not so much that everyone believed in magic’s power, but that no one disbelieved. Magic was an integral part of everyday life, just as technology has become part of ours – the ancient Egyptian merchant could no more run his business without amulets, protective spells, prayers to the gods, temple sacrifices and sacred oaths than could a modern corporation without computers, liability insurance, telephones, government permits and multiplex contracts.

To the ancient Egyptian, there was no distinct separation between magic and religion. One could hardly exist without the other. Since Egypt was a working socialistic theocracy, the government was also bound to magic. Just as modern governments employ research scientists in a variety of fields, Pharaoh employed a small army of priestly magicians to protect Egypt, placate and curry the favor of the gods, learn the secrets of the Other World and otherwise keep the universe running along in an ordered manner.

While the Egyptians did not separate the processes of religion and magic, those outside Egypt certainly did. To outsiders, except, perhaps, the Greek historian Herodotus, the religion of the Egyptians was an impenetrable enigma, protected by centuries of mystery and metaphor, clouded by images of unearthly gods dwelling in a world that had passed away. Although it, being one of the primal belief systems of humanity, was undoubtedly exported to other lands, it was always transmogrified into images and myths that the non-Egyptians could call their own, to the point that origins were completely forgotten with the passage of time.

Egyptian magic, however, was a different matter altogether. Those who sought to ferret the secrets of Egypt’s arch-magicians took great pains not to corrupt the product with any local, and thus lesser, magical traditions. It was a well-known fact in the ancient world that of all the magical systems available to the seeker, Egypt’s was the most powerful. So firmly did this idea grip the psyche that Egypt became synonymous with magic.

“So flourishing was the practice of magic in Egypt of about 3000 B.C.,” believes Sufi writer Idries Shah, “that the very name of  the land has passed into the language...one of the oldest names for Egypt [Kemt = dark, black] came to be translated Black, in place of Egyptian Magic. Egypt, of course, was called ‘the Black’ not because of the diabolism of its magic, but from the color of the earth when flooded by the Nile.”

Of all the symbols used to harness the power and mystery of Egyptian magic, the most ubiquitous is the Ankh, which some refer to as the Egyptian Cross or the Cross of Life. Its form, that of a vertically oriented ellipse atop a T-shaped platform has been variously described as representing a robe’s rope belt, the sun rising above the horizon or a human standing with outstretched arms. 

A radical alternate hypothesis put forward by advocates of the revisionist theories of iconoclast Immanuel Velikovsky takes a different approach. In the beginning, when the gods ruled the land, an alien sky arched over Egypt – in their cosmology Earth is a satellite of Saturn and the circle of the Ankh represents an astronomical body which the ancients call the “green sun” or “night sun” and associate with Osiris, an orb seemingly motionless upon the World Mountain.

Regardless of the origin of the Ankh, however, it came to represent the hope of life in this world and the breath of life in the Other World. It was much used in the spell-workings of the ancients, and still has an overpowering presence in modern magical rites where the aim is to tap the arcane power of Egyptian traditions.

Two closely related magical symbols are the Eye of Horus (called the Udjat by the Egyptians) and the Eye in the Pyramid. The first was used in healing ceremonies and as a protective amulet. Its form is derived from the eye-markings of the Egyptian Falcon.

The Eye in the Pyramid, though also of ancient origin, is more modernly manifested in the Alexandrian-oriented Masonic Orders and in the thelemic magic of the infamous Aleister Crowley. Anyone wishing to see the Pyramidal Eye need look no further than the reverse of a U.S. one-dollar bill, secretly placed upon the back of the Great Seal of the United States (not seen by most Americans till the 1930s) by America’s Masonic Founding Fathers. When placed in the cap or “benben” of the pyramid, it represents both the all-seeing eye of god (Horus?) and the ever-questing eye of the magician.

Another symbol in the corpus of the Egyptian magician is the Feather of Maat, the representation of truth, justice, morality and balance. Just as it was the standard against which the human heart was weighed in the Other World, it brought moral orientation to a spell. All magic had to be “filtered” through Maat. When a magician attempted to work a spell or crafting without tempering his intentions with the Feather of Maat, he might end up flirting with the forces of his own destruction.

The last major symbol of Egyptian magic is the Scarab, a form of dung beetle. Its practice of rolling a ball of dung reminded the Egyptians of the path of the sun across the vault of the sky. The apparently spontaneous appearance of its young from the dung-ball fixed it in the Egyptian cosmos as a symbol of life, and of the rebirth that came at the end of their Earthly lives.

Dozens of Scarabs, fabricated from stone or glazed clay, were used when wrapping mummies for internment, and individuals carried faience Scarabs about as protective talismans. In using the Scarab, either as an object or symbolically painted as a sigil, the magician was attempting to harness its creationary powers, the primordial fires of the Beginning.

The most famous examples of Egyptian magic are found in the Old Testament, when the Deliverer Moses faced off against a Pharaoh who might or might not have been Ramesses II, depending upon your belief or chronology. Staffs into snakes, snake eating snake, snake back into staff – call it the power of god if you want, but it is clearly a duel of the magicians, with both parties being privy to the high and hidden magic of Egypt.

The terrors and tribulations that came upon Egypt’s populace because Pharaoh would not “let my people go,” were, taken as a whole, decimating to the spirit and searing to the mind, but, individually, each was not beyond the skill of a master magician. Even the trick Moses pulled later, parting the Red Sea to facilitate his people’s passage out of Egypt, was at least two centuries old. Egyptian magicians could “fold” water over itself to lessen the depth, a trick found useful by one magician who wanted to retrieve a ring dropped into a lake by a comely young lady of the court.

Aside from the biblical story, the most famous tale of magical derring-do in Pharaoh’s court took place during the reign of Cheops (Khufu), the assumed builder of the Great Pyramid upon the Giza Plateau.

Hearing of a great magician living in the south having the power to reanimate the dead, Cheops commanded one of his sons to fetch the wonder-worker, that he might see for himself this marvel of marvels. Cheops’ son found the magician to be a very elderly man, lying upon his bed, surrounded by caretakers and members of his family.

Upon hearing the summons, however, he rose from his bed and, supported by Cheops’ son and an acolyte, journeyed downriver to stand before Pharaoh. To gauge the depth of his knowledge, he was asked a number of occult questions, including an enigmatic query regarding the number of chambers in the Vault of Thoth, before Pharaoh posed the question: “Can you re-animate the dead?”

Yes, the ancient man replied, he could restore life to the dead. If Pharaoh would have one of his servants cut off the head of an animal, he would, by magical means, reattach it and cause the corpse to breathe.

Cheops at first ordered a condemned criminal be brought to court, but the magician begged that he be allowed to work with animals and not humans. Those unbelieving in the reality of magic might take this to mean that the feat was no more than a “trick” but it might mean no more than that the old man was a compassionate sort. Having one’s head cut off, even if it were to be reattached later, has to be a  traumatic experience. No? Try it!

Whatever the reason, Cheops relented and a goose was brought in and its head cleanly cut off. The head and the body were placed some distance apart, and the magician went into his act. He uttered arcane incantations and made mysterious gestures with his hands. 

Slowly, to the amazement of all, the head and the body began to move toward each other, and when they touched the breach was sealed. That which had been incontrovertibly dead was now undeniably alive.

As any good magician knows, you never do the same trick twice for the same audience, but, on the other hand, when your audience is a living god it’s awfully hard to say, “No.”

And so the magician performed the reanimation spell, at Pharaoh’s behest, over and over with a variety of animals, including a bull.

To the magician’s great credit, Cheops never discovered the secret behind his trick...if a trick it really was.

As mentioned earlier, magic permeated every facet of Egyptian existence, and it was a sure bet that anyone passing through Egypt, magician wannabe or not, could not help but bring back some sort of curio – a Scarab, a “mummy bead,” an amulet, maybe even a magical scroll, or perhaps just a wonder tale to share around the old home hearth.

In that sense, a case could be made that magic was and remains Egypt’s greatest export.

Greece (Hellas) was a big importer of Egyptian magic, and this traffic in the arcane increased after the conquests of Alexander the Great.

Many people believe that the world’s greatest collection of magical texts was housed in the Great Library of Alexandria, knowledge lost forever when the Library was destroyed.

Another haven for Egyptian magic was Israel. Perhaps because the greatest figure in Jewish religious thought (Moses) had been heir to the mysteries of the pharaohs, there are demonstrable similarities between Egyptian and Jewish magic.

Nothing lasts forever, even something constructed by the gods, and so it came to pass that Egypt fell. The temples were deserted and invaders held sway where once pharaohs were gods.

New gods with Greek, Roman and Persian names competed with, then supplanted the old gods. They, in turn, fell before newer gods – Jehovah, Jesus, Abraxas and Allah. During this time, the allure of Egyptian magic did not wane. No matter who murdered whom in the name of whatever god, the Land of the Nile was still viewed as the wellspring of magic.

The further occultation of the origins of Egyptian magic, as knowledge of the writing and symbols passed away, only served to make Egyptian magic seem all the more powerful.

In the Low Middle Ages, a mysterious dark-featured nomadic people began to make inroads through Asia and Europe. Transporting the corpus of their lives in colorful enclosed wagons, they traveled from town to town, remaining in small isolated family-oriented bands most of the time.

They called themselves by various names, but the most familiar ones today are Rom or Romany. Though many linguists link them to the Indian subcontinent, they claimed a lost homeland in Egypt, hence they were often called Egyptians, Princes of Egypt or, simply, Gypsies. This claimed link with Egypt is not altogether impossible. Like the Egyptians, Gypsies were famous for such crafts as weaving, metalworking, carving and woodworking, but their most celebrated stock-in-trade was magic.

Gypsy magic is generally perceived as being prognostic in nature. Palm readers and crystal ball scryers have become cultural clichés. Tea leaves and cards, both tarot cards and the playing cards descended from them, are also part and parcel of Gypsy lore. In fact, many believe tarot cards were invented by Gypsies – some point to a Medieval origin while others push their development back thousands of years, into the heart of ancient Egypt itself.

In addition to fortune telling, the Romany also practiced love magic, talismanic magic, the “evil eye” (could this be a corruption of the Eye of Horus?), and various forms of wish-fulfillment magic, the kind that usually attracts the attention on municipal bunko squads.

The centuries have not been kind to Egypt’s prodigal step-children. Because they were always a furtive, cloistered group within the wainscoting of society, they acquired the reputation of being liars and thieves. As they developed a patina of disrepute, their once-honorific appellation spawned the slang word “gyp,” a synonym for cheating and pilfering that passed into the vernacular. 

In this technology-haunted world, it seems that only Hollywood is interested in preserving the image of Gypsies as wonder-workers, but only for, it seems, comedic or horrific effects. Some Romany families in North America now tread the path followed by the originally patriotic Costra Nostra families, exploiting their own people and setting up shop in those areas where the grip of organized crime has slipped. Most, however, live in the general population, as unsuccessful at maintaining their ancient ways as other victims of America’s “melting pot.”

In other parts of the world, especially volatile Eastern Europe, the lot of the Gypsy is a most wretched one, respected neither as keepers of magical lore nor as human beings. They were killed in Soviet pogroms and during World War II they were included in the Nazis’ Final Solution.

Today, Gypsies are openly beaten or murdered, outrages allowed by civil governments either through apathy or hate. A recent Miss World contestant said that her goal in life was to become a state prosecutor so she could rid her country of Gypsies and other “brown-skinned races.”

Gypsies are often driven from village to village, many times on foot, not allowed to remain overnight in a village. Unlike the similarly persecuted Jews, these pathetic remnants of Egypt have neither advocates nor a homeland to which they may flee.

Many have sought passage to Western Europe and America, but the influx of refugees have not been welcomed. Despite their persecution, or perhaps because of it, many Gypsy magical traditions have been preserved in secret, which is where magic often thrives best.

Although belief in and practice of Egyptian magic persisted through the Middle Ages, surviving revolutions, crusades, jihads and  inquisitions, it did not experience a popular revival until the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries, when the world at large rediscovered the antiquity of Egypt.

When the armies of French dictator Napoleon Bonaparte entered Egypt, they were accompanied by archaeologists, linguists and artists. Their job was to reveal and record the ruined splendor of Egypt, and, eventually, they gave Egypt a voice (through the discovery of the Rosetta Stone and the decipherment of hieroglyphics) to tell its own story.

The rediscovery of Egypt triggered a wave of Egyptmania in Europe and America. The continents were already awash in pseudo-science and occultism – séances, hauntings, secret societies, mesmerism, fairy photos, phantom airships, Lunar civilizations, channeled writings and messages from dying Martian civilizations. 

It was not long before the fruits of Egyptology were harvested by the occultists. The magical rites of these neo-Egyptians were bolstered by the discovery and translation of the Book of the Dead, various magical papyri and many temple and cult scrolls.

This fascination with all things Egyptian also manifested itself in the arts, fuelling the Art Nouveau movement, inspiring the likes of Bram Stoker (of Dracula infamy) to write Egyptian-themed stories like “Jewel of the Seven Stars,” and spawning, for good and ill, a seemingly endless parade of “Curse of the Mummy” movies.

Among the most influential of the neo-Egyptian secret societies was the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. Its temples, given names like Osiris, Horus and Amen-Ra, were opened in various European cities.

The group attracted several notable personalities, the most famous being poet W. B. Yeats, the most infamous being the previously mentioned Aleister Crowley. Self-described as the “most wicked man in the world,” Crowley brought a decidedly dark cast to the Egyptian magic as practiced in the Order, fuelled by an intense interest in sex magic.

The irony here is that recent discoveries indicate that Egyptian magic has a very strong sexual side, an aspect that was removed by filtration through Victorian minds.

Like any sect or cult, the Order of the Golden Dawn had more than its share of petty politics and internal conflicts. It splintered into various groups, the most prominent being the Ancient and Mystical Order of the Rosy Cross (AMORC), otherwise known as the Rosicrucians, leaving England and settling in San Jose, California.

Anyone wishing  for immersion in all things Egyptian while avoiding the danger of Egypt (the Egyptian government continues to offer guarantees of safety to tourists, but the threat of murder by fanatics abides) cannot do much better that a pilgrimage to Rosicrucian Park, a huge block of residential San Jose with superb examples of Egyptian architecture, meditation pools and gardens, the finest Egyptian museum on the West Coast, and a research library to die for.

The kink in the rope, though, is that to use the research library or take part in the Egyptian rites, you must be a dues-paying Rosicrucian. There is something incongruous about the concept of dispensing ancient and arcane lore by mail order, but it’s a practice that has served the Rosicrucians well for a century.

The advent of this technological age has not diminished our need to believe in a magical universe, in Egyptian magic in particular. If anything, Egypt seems more magical and mystical than ever – the pyramids as star maps, a Sphinx of uncertain antiquity, a rumored hidden archive dating from the fall of Atlantis, enigmatic messages channeled from Egyptians in the Other World, images of Egypt beneath an alien sky, transdimensional portals opened in the old places of power, and ruined temples again reverberating with chants in the tongue of the god-kings.

Designers of role-playing games have used ancient Egypt as a wellspring, not just for exotic locales for mysterious adventures, but for awesome deities and magical systems and spells. The systems are very complicated, but well researched and thought out. Though depending as much, if not more, on inspiration than actual historical magic, they have a very strong sense of authority, but when it comes to magic, belief can overcome all obstacles.

Also, several serious books have been written about Egyptian magic in recent years, perhaps the boldest being Practical Egyptian Magic by the multi-culturally oriented Murray Hope. And a search of the Internet for sites associated with Egyptian magic will overwhelm your senses, not to mention your browser.

Why Egyptian magic?

With all the systems available to today’s practitioner (the seeker is deluged with possibilities) why are so many people still attracted to the occult traditions of ancient Egypt.

“It is often easier  [when getting away from Judeo-Christian traditions] to start off using the Egyptian system,” writes Alan Richardson in Magical Gateways. “Not that the techniques bear any resemblance to that which would have been practiced in the Pyramid Age...but because the energies involved present themselves via imagery which has become universalized over the millennia.”

Thousands of people (not just refugees from the 60’s) wear Ankh or Scarab amulets without professing a belief in Osiris or Isis. Seekers after occult power join the Temple of Set, but possess only a rudimentary knowledge, if that, of Egypt’s ancient heritage. 

Millions of American dollar bills are spent daily without a second thought being given to the power of the Eye in the Pyramid. Billions of worshippers around the world, in mosque, church, temple and shrine, celebrate the mysteries of death and resurrection, ignorant that Osiris was the first to walk that path.

Equally, though, there are thousands who do notice and appreciate the ebb and flow of ancient Egypt in our daily lives, who deliberately and faithfully seek the paths once trod by Egyptian adepts and mystics. In a very real sense, we are all heirs to the power and mystery that yet abides in the heart of magical Egypt.
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​​The Light Before the Dawn
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“Nu is the swirling watery chaos from which the cosmic order was produced. In the beginning there was only Nu.”  – Glossary of Egyptian Mythology
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Just as Athena sprang fully formed from the wounded brow of Zeus, Egyptian civilization seems to appear quite abruptly in the archaeological record, with barely a Neolithic preamble. It’s almost as if a demarcation line exists in history. On the far side of the line we have stone tools, small villages, primitive agriculture, tribal gods and illiteracy. On the near side we have the metallurgical arts, cities, large-scale farming, complex social and religious structures, and one of the most complex writing systems the world has ever known.

Both Egyptologists and lay historians have long been puzzled by this apparent quantum leap, the process of order arising from chaos. The Egyptians believed that order had, in fact, arisen from chaos.

Almost all ancient peoples believed that the universe started as a chaotic mass and that the gods fashioned order from nothingness, separated the darkness from the light and created the first dawn of a perfect world, inhabited by perfect people. The Greeks added the concept of the ages, or eras, of humanity (gold, silver, heroes, brass), in which the perfect human society, fashioned from swirling chaos and ruled over by the gods, eventually decays, with humanity eventually becoming small, petty, spiteful, cruel and ignorant: just like people as they exist today.

The Egyptians and Greeks were hardly alone in believing that the perfection which had come from chaos would ultimately return to a chaotic state of being. The belief is shared by tribes widely separated by time and space, such as the Hopi and the Kelts, the Hittites and the Indians.

If the archaeological record is interpreted  from such a point of view, that cultures all experience similar gestations and theological expressions, then the sudden appearance of Egyptian civilization is explained. Anything other than a sudden order emerging from chaos would be out of the ordinary and, therefore, suspect.

Beginning in the late Roman Empire, however, a more secular and rational view of history developed and has persisted into modern times. In that world-view, the transformation of a culture into a civilization is a process of gradual changes, always moving forward with small steps, with each generation a little better off than the one before.

For their model, the Romans used themselves as a measure for all others: a village founded on the shores of the Tiber by wolf-suckled twins (even the logical Romans could not do without their gods) eventually becoming the seat of a mighty empire.

Modern historians still hold the same view, but now also link it to technology (a tribe possessing a potters wheel is more advanced than a tribe using a rolled clay technique), honing the concept with a hefty dose of social Darwinism.

From that new point of view, the appearance of Egyptian civilization becomes inexplicable and the venerated beliefs of the Egyptians nothing more than mythology, what modern society calls other peoples’ religions. With the removal or outside motivators (the gods) all change must be gradual.

Like other ancient peoples, the Egyptians believed that the crafts of civilization were given to them by their gods. It has been said that mythology is nothing but history written in shorthand, that behind the allegory of the myth is the factual event or personage that gave rise to the myth.

Also, like others, the Egyptians believed that their gods came from somewhere else, which makes sense in that gods must always remain apart from their creations having an eternal, or nearly eternal in some mythologies, existence.

In the case of the Egyptians, their gods came from the west, at least the direction they thought of as west in the beginning of the world, which might not be the same direction we call west today. In the Egyptian pantheon, Osiris is called the First of the Westerners, perhaps one of the reasons why he was always such a popular god with the people.

Along with re-interpreting Egyptian history, it became popular in the Nineteenth Century to denigrate the accomplishments of the Egyptians, the intelligentsia looking down their aristocratic noses upon the modern Egyptians and refusing to believe they could have built any of the marvels of the past.

This frame of mind, when coupled with the Egyptian belief in the gods and their gifts, led to the idea that Egyptian civilization did not originate with the Egyptians at all, but with some high, unknown civilization, such as Atlantis. This occult view, bolstered by the Theosophy Movement, held sway until the 1940s, when occultism took a back seat to (pseudo)science, which filled the Egyptian skies with flying saucers.

The mania for “ancient astronauts” peaked in the 1970s, when a Swiss former hotel manager wrote a best-seller stating that the “chariots of the gods” were naught but spaceships from other stars and the gods aliens from worlds in orbit around those distant stars. From that point of view, the Egyptians owed their civilized status not to gifted humans who eventually passed into legend, but to starfaring “gods.”

Both views are still with us, but the Atlanteans have been joined by the Lemurians, the Muans, the Posidonians, and a vast number of lost lands. The ancient astronauts now come from Mars and are credited with building the Sphinx and other ancient constructions. The two schools of thought overlap in places and are connected the a belief in periodic catastrophes that do away with the dominant civilizations, like a Roman schoolboy erasing his wax tablet (the proverbial tabula rosa), forcing everyone to start from scratch.

It is not impossible that there once existed civilizations of great knowledge and accomplishment, but which are now totally unknown to us. The only documents that have come to us from antiquity, however, attesting to such a civilization were written by Plato, the Dialogues of Timaeus and Critias.

While some people hold them to be gospel, others see them as nothing more than political commentary upon forms of government. The format used by Plato is that of one person talking to another, the original “talking heads.” Before you dismiss the format as being trivial, bear in mind that the dialogue format is still with us and can be seen in those 30- and 60-second morality plays that advertisers insert into the middle of television programs.

If Plato’s tale of Atlantis has any validity, we must also believe that the Egyptians knew it, for it is from the lips of an Egyptian priest that the story of Atlantis is told to Solon, one of Plato’s ancestors. In the Delta city of Sais, Solon, while visiting a temple and talking to the learned priests about the antiquities of his own land, encountered an elderly  priest who claimed that the Greeks knew nothing of history.

“O Solon, Solon, you Greeks are always children; there is not such a thing as an old Greek,” the priest said.

What the priest meant was the Greeks were a rather new thread in the tapestry being created on the loom of history. He was correct, of course, for none of the Greeks, except, perhaps, Hesiod, had a sense of history. The Greek historians so revered today were nothing more than travel writers and war correspondents in their day, becoming historians only upon death.

The priest told Solon the Egyptians possessed written records going back untold centuries which told of a series of cosmic disasters wreaked upon the terrestrial sphere, of which the cautionary tale of Atlantis was but one.

Only Egypt recalled these disasters because, in other lands, “...after the usual interval of years, like a plague, the flood from heaven comes sweeping down afresh upon your people, it leaves none of you but the unlettered and uncultured, so that you become young as ever, with no knowledge of what happened in old times.” 

In other words, the Greeks remembered only the chaos and not the order that preceded it. But the learned Egyptians knew “the duration of our civilization as set down in our sacred writings is 8,000 years.” He was also quick to point out that Egypt and Atlantis existed at the same time, but that the Atlanteans held sway only up to the borders of Egypt, but not over Egypt itself.

Although it is well documented that Solon did visit Egypt, corroborated by Plutarch’s Lives and other ancient sources, there is nothing to indicate that he brought back the story of Atlantis. Likewise, there is no extant Egyptian manuscript that documents the rise and fall of an island empire bearing that name.

We always have to beware the Greeks, however, when it comes to geography, for they often played fast and loose with place names, substituting one of their own if they did not like the original, hence we have Abydos, Crocodilopolis, Thebes, Heliopolis and Egypt itself.

Despite Egypt’s claim to extreme antiquity, which no other ancient nation ever doubted, no scroll has ever been unearthed that chronicles events 10,000 years ago, before the dawn of civilization.

The failure to find such a document is hardly surprising. We know less about the past than most historians care to admit. Only the slimmest fraction of ancient knowledge has survived into the present. Many of the greatest poets and playwrights of the ancient world are known today only through lists of their works or short critical reviews by others, though the works themselves are utterly, irretrievable lost.

One day, we may find an Amara-like repository of knowledge that will have the answers we seek and make clear the metaphor of myth, but until then we have only the Egyptians and what they believed.

The Egyptians knew that of all the peoples inhabiting the Earth, they were the most ancient and enlightened, and never hesitated to say so – often and vocally.

They believed fervently in a doctrine utterly rejected by the modern world, that pure order can arise suddenly from absolute chaos, whether from the mythological chaos of Nu or the chaos of the end of an age. They had no doubt they were possessed of a golden age, a time when they walked with gods. But they also knew that in time the perfection of Egypt would return to the waters of chaos, a thought that terrifies us.

They knew legend is history wearing a mask.

Endless cycles, a multitude of dawns and dusks, one following the other, vast eternities that can be perceived but dimly and comprehended only through the mechanisms of myth and metaphor.

Modern cosmology, in its quest for ultimate beginnings, postulates everything coming from nothing, the essence of the “big-bang” theory, their ancient philosophies now buttressed by arcane mathematics. Chaos theory, science’s youngest step-child, claims that just as all ordered systems must eventually sink into chaos, all chaotic systems must eventually give rise to order, like a disorganized swarm of birds suddenly turning toward one heading as if possessed of a single consciousness.

If we ever regain the knowledge held by the Egyptians, though it now seems as irretrievably lost as the scrolls that are ashes in the lost ruins of Alexandria’s renowned library, we may discover the dawn of the Egyptians was preceded by the dusk of another world, that the ultimate twilight of our world is for a world to come the light before the dawn.
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​​The Library that was Lost...Maybe
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“The Library of Alexandria is a legend. Not a myth, but a legend. The destruction of the Library of the ancient world has been retold many time and attributed to just as many different factions and rulers, not for the purpose of chronicling that edifice of education, but a political slander.”             – Ellen N. Brundige





Libraries such as we have come to know them, public libraries such as they have existed since the late Sixteenth Century, were unknown in the ancient world. In antiquity, libraries were maintained by monarchs or temples, open on a limited basis for scholarly research, or they were privately owned by wealthy merchants who could afford to collect or commission written works. 

Widespread illiteracy and strong bardic traditions insured that the demand for reading material remained small, but more than that, books were quite expensive to produce. Not only were writing materials in limited supply, but everything had to be done by hand. The printing press was centuries in the future, as was, with the exception of the Phaistos Disk, movable type.

Among the greatest royal libraries were those of the Babylonian and Assyrian monarchs. Their proclivity of storing information on clay or metal tablets have afforded archaeology some really tremendous discoveries, and it is a sure bet that other massive libraries yet await the excavator’s spade.

Unfortunately, except for copies of international treaties, those libraries shed light only upon the civilizations that maintained them, for there was no, as far as we know, effort to systematically gather writings of a non-fiscal non-official Nature, and no efforts to gather foreign works.

Temples of various gods, Egyptian and otherwise, were also repositories of knowledge. when Solon the Greek visited Egypt and learned the cautionary tale of Atlantis, he was told that the Egyptians had the longest memories of any of the world’s peoples because of their temple writings, which they had maintained since the dawn of time.

No doubt, many of the papyri of Egypt’s temples were concerned with religious matters, such as rites, rules and visions, but they would have also have been concerned with history, philosophy and astronomy, at least as far as it would have concerned their patron gods. Temples also kept archives of production and tax records, which were periodically audited by a central authority.

Private libraries found their greatest expression among the Greeks, stimulated by the Greek love of theatre and poetry. Wealthy merchants were able to purchase copies of plays and at times to commission new works. Trade leagues and societies, often under the auspices of a particular god, sponsored contests and competitions, attracting the best, and worse, playwrights and poets. 

Not only could the writers pocket the prize money (such as togas had pockets), they could also sell copies of their works for libraries. Even unsuccessful poets and playwrights could make the trip worthwhile if they found a fan or two. The different philosophical schools, such as the Stoics or Pythagoreans, also maintained collections of writings, but there were also private libraries, usually the property of the group’s leader.

Alexander the Great, a Macedonian by birth, was the world’s first would-be conqueror, the original man on horseback. More than a military genius, he was a man of culture and learning, tutored in the arts and sciences by the finest Greek minds. Wherever he led his armies in conquest, Alexander brought the benefits of civilization, not just of the Greeks but from everywhere. It was as bringer of ideas and a unifier of cultures that Alexander made his most lasting impact, enduring long after his empire was lost among squabbling warlords and his life became the stuff of Masonic ritual.
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